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R465Twenty years ago, it was about saving 
the rhino, but now it may end up being 
about mitigating the effects of climate 
change. Although the reasons for 
continuing to build an electric fence 
around the Aberdare mountains in 
Kenya have changed, conservationists 
and local farmers agree that the fence 
is a good thing to have. 
Back in 1988, the charity Rhino 
Ark started raising funds for a stretch 
of electric fence to keep the rhinos 
in the reserve away from farmland. 
As time went by and local farmers 
enthusiastically supported the project, 
the fence grew steadily, and now 
encloses most of the Aberdare Range. 
In the final phase of the project, which 
started last November, an outpost 
around the nearby Kipipiri mountain 
is being fenced in and connected to 
the main area via a corridor. Although 
local authorities are still squabbling 
about details of that corridor, Rhino 
Ark hopes to have the whole area 
fenced in by October this year. When 
finished, the solar-powered electric 
fence will be over 400 km long, 
enclosing an area of around 2000 km2. 
“Elephants have for many 
years moved between the 
 Aberdares and the Kipipiri 
 Forest and the plan to let 
them remain connected by a 
 corridor is a sound piece of 
planning on the part of the 
Kenya Government and NGOs”
Iain Douglas-Hamilton from the 
charity Save the Elephants praised the 
finishing touch of the extra outpost 
and corridor: “Elephants have for 
many years moved between the 
Aberdares and the Kipipiri Forest and 
the plan to let them remain connected 
by a corridor is a sound piece of 
planning on the part of the Kenya 
Government and NGOs,” he said. 
Increasingly, however, attention 
is turning away from rhinos and 
elephants, which have both recovered 
remarkably well in Kenya, and towards 
the vicious circles driven by population 
pressure and climate change. Shortage 
of water and wood drives the poorest 
of Kenya’s society into the protected 
forests, where they set up illegal 
settlements and destroy trees. Loss 
of woodland in turn reduces cloud 
generation and rainfall and thus 
accelerates the problems from which 
people fled in the first place. 
In an interview with The 
Guardian, Kenyan Nobel laureate 
and environmentalist Wangari 
Maathai, who comes from a village 
in the foothills of the Aberdares, 
emphasized that the fence was 
important to stop people from 
destroying the forests. “People 
must be kept out of the forests. 
The Aberdares is one of the most 
important water catchment areas of 
Kenya,” she said. “Kenya borders 
the Sahel, and with climate change 
it could become a desert.” Run-off 
from the Aberdare mountains feeds 
Lake Naivasha among others, whose 
water levels were described as 
critical in recent years (Curr. Biol. 16, 
R266–R267).
In this newly found role of 
protecting forests and water 
resources from illegal settlers, the 
fence could also become a model for 
other nature reserves that are under 
threat around Kenya, including Mount 
Kenya, the Mau forest, Mount Elgon, 
and the Cherangani hills. Kenya 
Wildlife Service is currently looking 
at the options of installing further 
fences in these areas. 
Nick Oguge, who coordinates 
research activities of the international 
environmental charity Earthwatch in 
Kenya, concludes: “The fence without 
doubt will help protect the forest 
ecosystems and ecological benefits 
thereof.  It will also substantially 
reduce human–wildlife conflicts.”
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Fenced in: The wildlife and forest in Aberdare national park, Kenya, will receive additional 
protection from a new fence. (Photo: FLPA/Alamy.)
